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Introduction

While dealing with texts that have been handed down to us by tradition, a constant concern
should be to understand the exact conditions of the successive material embodiments through
which these texts have been existing, before being transferred to a new support, like what
happens for instance when a collection of Classical Tamil poems, that was available at a time
on a palm-leaf MS, is transferred onto a book by an editor, and eventually becomes a digital file,
kept on a server, on the Internet.' Drawing inspiration from a recent book on Early Tamil
Epigraphy [2003] by the great scholar Iravatham Mahadevan, | would like to examine here the
implication for all who are interested in Tamil MSS, of the distinction which is to be done bet-
ween Apparent Reading (henceforth AR) and Intended Reading (henceforth IR),> and
emphasize the importance of dealing with these two dimensions separately, in two different
phases of the decipherment.

To make clear to the readers what | designate here by AR and by IR, | will first of all reproduce
(See Fig. 1, Appendix 2 ) a small photographic sample from a palm-leaf MS, that was kindly
communicated to me by my colleague, Dr. Eva Wilden, formerly from Hamburg univer-sity in
Germany, and now shortly to be attached to the EFEO center in Pondicherry, after a recent visit
to the Tiruvavatuturai Atinam. For convenience sake, the scanned image will be divided into 3
parts: R (right-hand side), L (left-hand side) and M (middle part), and those will be put on top of
each other, although, as should be clear from the position of the holes, they follow each other
horizontally from left to right (with overlapping), in the LMR order.

! Such is the case with the "Project Madurai" file server, at < http://www.tamil.net/projectmadurai/pmfinish.html>.

2 This distinction is adapted from the one used by |. Mahadevan, who himself distinguishes between an "Apparent reading” and an "Actua
reading” (see for instance pp. 227, 229, 236, 238, and other similar passages). | do not however use that second expression, because the
expression "Intended reading" seems to me to convey more clearly the notion that the existence of distinctions is always relative to the ability of
someone to perceive them.
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| have placed the R segment in Fig. 1 on top because the poem which shall be used for the
purpose of this demonstration has its beginning on its second line, after a long hyphen, looking
approximately like this:

--- o wiraN{smer iy ferQasm

The continuation of this sequence is then found on the 3rd line of the L segment, where it looks
approximately like this:

sm{smen }emmmlusTUGLL LGS Lo (HE

Only the beginning of this 3rd line is reproduced here, and the reader can see for himself that
the text con tinues, with some overlapping, on the 4th line of M segment, then (again) in the R
segment (3rd line), and so on, until the end of the poem is found at the end of the 7th line of the
R segment, as the following text:

.. e o entGlLIen HF0\STLPBS0) ST HblF -

This poem is known to belong to the Akanantru anthology, where it has (in modern editions)
the number 390, and the reader can compare the above text with what is found in the Murray
Rajam edition (NCBH reprint), on p.213:

2 o eflemer o Lifleor Gameremem sTmndl

gt u® i Geetor Lsud UL (HLd

ued Lometor GUEmSHSHG UIESGI, 6Terr CmERCE.

Another possible standard of comparison is the Kazhagam version of the same text, edited by
Po. Ve. Comacuntaranar, where we see:

2 aueflemer 2 Lifleor GlameTemer &mmnd

IIsTU® L Gelieod UL (mLD

uetTLomeior GUenss Qamfhg0gsr OmErGs.

Basing my argument on these different elements, | should now proceed to illustrate with
concrete examples the AR and IR concepts that were first mentioned in my opening paragraph
(respectively "Attested Reading" and "Intended Reading"), and one look at the following chart
(See Chart 1) — especially a comparison between the IR as explicited by Murray Rajam and the
IR as explicited by Po. Ve. Co. — should give the reader an idea of the complexity involved. But
first of all, it also falls on me to mention two concepts which are very important for the editor of a
text and which we continuously meet with, one being the concept of "Variant text" and the other
one being the concept of "Error", although | must immediately say that the distinction between
the two can very often appear as a blurred one.

AR IR Comment

Qamer{smertammn) | Qemsmemer Emmul

3 The {emer} combination stands for what is a single glyph in the writing system of the MS. Other instances of sequences of characters between
"{" and "}" should also be understood as referring to asingle glyph.
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G@&LLjeuLn Ggetor Lsud | Murray Rajam
Q&L_Ljeuin G&t Leuid Po. Ve. Co.
2 wmeil{emer} o o eflemsm | Variant or error?
Chart 1.

However, not paying too much attention, at this early stage, to the variants, | shall now
concentrate on those aspects that appear as the most significant differences between the AR
and the IR, because they make the reading of a MS especially difficult. The three main
differences are:

» the fact that the MS does not make use of pulli, so that, for instance, the same glyph (s,
g L, & U, m,..) has sometimes to be read as having an "inherent a" (s, &, L, &, u, m,
...) and sometimes as being a pure consonant (&, & L, &, U, M, ...).

» the fact that the glyph @ must be read sometimes as modern G and sometimes as plain
Q.

» the fact that the glyph m has three possible intended readings: 1 ("ra"), i ("r") and m (sign
for long a), so that for instance the sequence s can be read (at least) in 3 different ways
as a1 ("kara"), s ("kar") or & ("ka").

For a modern reader of a living language that possesses a standard writing system, there is of
course no point in distinguishing between AR and IR levels. He (or she) sees a written form and
(in normal cases!) immediately understands an intended meaning. But for a text in a classical
language, with an unfamiliar vocabulary, chances are that a casual (and untrained) reader will
often stumble in his/her decipherment and could hesitate between several interpretations (sup-
posing he/she can find at least one). Therefore, preserving the text which is recorded on a MS,
should probably best be done in two phases:

* STEP 1. Recording the AR
» STEP 2. Proposing one IR (relatively to some agreed writing system)

One advantage is that both parts of the work are not necessarily being performed by the same
person, as the level of proficiency required for STEP 1 is less than the one required for STEP 2
(becoming a pulavar is probably more difficult than becoming a good copyist).

One second advantage is that a corpus of text consisting solely of AR can probably be already
used in some automatic processes, like "searching occurrences" of a word: what a trained
human reader can do, a clever program can try to emulate. And such computerized automatic
processes of the AR can probably help very much in the task of proposing an IR. One wonders
indeed whether a "neural network" style learning algorithm could not be trained (on the basis of
existing editions, with the IR they propose) and used in the search for the original IR which the
Sangam poets had in mind. Still, leaving aside (for the time being) this speculation, the rest of
this paper will, henceforth, be devoted to enumerating the necessary elements that should be
present in a minimum encoding scheme, which could then be applied for faithfully recording the
AR of the text on a MS, as it is.
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AR, IR and the problem of variants

However, before we proceed to this descriptive task, it appears necessary to come back to the
question of variants which we mentioned earlier. The reader of this paper might indeed wonder
why it is so important to preserve the AR while all a modern reader is interested in is the IR. It
must therefore be emphasized that what we believe we know about the IR is only an hypo-
thesis, and that several IR-s can sometimes be associated to the same AR, because the writing
system which is used in MSS is inherently ambiguous. | now give a few examples to illustrate
this statement.

The 1st line of poem 8 of Kuruntokai appears in U.V.S.'s edition as:
suefl Lrsg el Soupo (lectio 1)
and 2 variants are mentioned by U.V.S.: they are the following:
"spefl LrSg" (lectio 2) and "swefl wrgGs" (lectio 3).

However, we must admit that the distinction between Jectio 1 and lectio 2 exists only in terms of
IR, because one and the same AR has to be reconstructed for both, namely:

syeflursgeil{merirgigdouypn (lectio 1 and lectio 2)
whereas lectio 3 corresponds to a different IR
s1perflor 958105 {merimsIGSwuy  (lectio 3)

If we examine one single edition of a work, such situations where the editor indicates two
distinct IR corresponding to the same reading are rather rare, but if we compare different
editions of the same work, the frequency of the phenomenon increases. As noted by Mu.
Canmukam Pillai in his 1985 edition of Kuruntokai (=KT), we have a number of IR
discrepancies between the KT texts as proposed by U.V.S. and S. Vaiyapuri Pillai (=S.V.P.),
but we can observe that in a number of cases the AR must have been the same, as is illustrated
by the following chart:

KT ref.|[UV.S.'sIR |S.V.P.'sIR |postulated AR
30:6 | giAGusr SLOGwsdT SLAGweor

30:6 | gefGuetr | oeAQuer | gyefl Gl

53:7 wseNQrmh | wsaCrm@ | waseA@mT@H

943 | pmerGousir | @peTQeusr | nqmerGlae
1484 | g@itor® | @@iosT0 | ©nrosmh
1737 | o QenGer 2 GerGeor 2 Qe Gleor

181:6 | e id L6O&L LD LIGU&L_LD

190:6 | gurigGemm | Guriie@sm | Gumieosmy
191:1 @\ 161607 @\ g16T6 @ g1G66ur
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200:2 ST ST oIl ST Y|ILI
2112 |epijgph | Opmgiipn | OBTE-
236:2 Cringmer | Opmsmer | QnTHS{emer}
270:5 | o grenGun(@ | 2 emar@Qur@ | 2 erar@uon(
301:5 @etringnf) @\sorio6wof) @evrLoswof]
318:8 S6TELGYILD S6TeUEY)ILD S6TAT)IL
320:1 | Qameimse Gamerriiisar Q& menmiiiear
Chart 2

This is of course only a part of the discrepancies which have been listed by Mu. Canmukam
Pillai, who also compares other editions of KT, but if we take into consideration the fact that KT
is one of the anthologies that have received a very high level of attention, it is to be expected
that such variant IR-s based on the same AR should be quite frequent in general in the case of
text that are ancient and not well understood.

Inventory of elements to be seen in the AR

We now proceed with a chart (see Chart 3, below) of the "alphabetical

met with inside a MS like the one that is partially reproduced on Fig. 1.

ub

elements that can be

4 Thefinal portion of the AR which has to be postulated is not exactly the samein both cases, but still this appears as a good example of potential

ambiguity.

® This means that we leave aside here the numerals and the (rare) punctuation elements. We have also not tried to include inside the chart such

very rare elementsasmil m, @f), g5, etc.
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| o | B | |ea]| e & m | eparr | as
| ar |E|£| 5| s | Gan &
&

g | an | || & | @ | G| Gan o
2]

Ll |g|e|@®] @ |- ] Qun =1
eort | {emr i} | e | eof | gy | oo | Glewr | Gl emr ) | {enenr}
5| o0 |8 |4 |a|an| G| Gsn | @p
B opr |6 |6 | o] O] Ger | ap
| oo || gy | @u | Gun enL
w| wr | W | ||| G@w | Gor | ew
w|owr |y |y G| Gur | oeaw
i mr | | of | om | em | G Gl 0T
w | er |of|ef |ay|an| G| Gar | {eme)
e | aur |all |af | ey | ey | Geau | Geur | enau
plor |W|F|w|ep|Gp| Gor | ep
ar | arr |afl | af | @5 | ees | Gar | Qern | {emar}
pllod |A]0 |o o) G| o) | op
e | (e} |afl | af | e | g | Gleor | G{ern} | {ener}

Chart 3

This is of course an idealized chart, because it is based on a modern type face. The reader will
get a closer idea of what the actual glyphs on many MSS look like if he compares Chart 3 with
the following Chart 4, where a typeface is used which is based on an actual MS, namely the one
from which a sample was given on Fig.1.° Its examination reveals that the glyphs it contains do
not differ very much from the glyphs used in present day handwriting, one notable difference
concerning the {v, pr, M, B, m, o, ...} family, for which the shapes {5, =, ¢, . -, o, ...}7
were rather significantlly different, not only from modern printed forms, but also from modern
hand-written forms. Other possible differences concern the 2 series of conjunct forms {&, 8«, S,
%sr} and {e&v, =, &}, Which have been eliminated from printing by a script reform, but remain
fairly frequent in modern handwriting. The reader will remark that the difference between & (=(5)
and = (=pm) is very small in this MS (and sometimes seems unascertainable, if we are not
helped by the context), which fact could easily be a cause for reading mistakes.

0

- —st, ® T e € o o o & égeIr °

°

& & aF & & & Q& &

® Thisisthe reason why not all characters look alike, since some were unavailable on the MS. Part of the missing ones have been substituted by
characters from a modern typeface.

"No specimen of was found on the MS.
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& & a & & (G Q&F Q&M one&
s
— —r s Le @ @ @ @r o
o @ R co® ==, ST | @ o Seor
5 S ® & - ST o5 | ogr | s
L3 T [ & - BT ory orsT ooy
>] urr (%] Ly “w "] QU QuT cnu
o wor e F & s oo oer e
w wer wn w uy Bl ow QW oHw
- e i L s &5 @r @ s
v v o8 af S St~ @ov @ourr Y
as asr o\ oS oy ag, as Qasr onay
e ler | P | ¥F | e W | op | opr | =
or orr o o & Q] @oT @oTm™ &r
9 <3 ¢ 3 = el @9 G =9
oot ] e o o= T @oer o St

Chart 4

Another chart, giving some glyph samples from still another MS, and illustrating a slightly
different handwriting, is also to be found in the Appendix (Fig. 2) to this article. The most
notable trait, which seems to be frequent in MSS, is the characteristic form of the initial part of

the conjunct forms {, 8«, $s, %=}, like for instance in - There are of course other particu-

larities. Each MS has to be carefully examined for itself at the beginning, in order for the reader
to become familiar with its peculiarities.

A possible 7-bit encoding

We have until now stayed away from technicalities and dealt only with the underlying concepts.
One of the fonts actually used in this paper follow the TSCII standard. Another one has to
extend this standard in order to be able to encode such conjunct forms as {e, &, $sr, swr}. But

the encoding used has no consequences on the argument which is made here, that one should
be able to reproduce Classical Tamil texts exactly as they were transmitted to us, in order to
understand the vicissitudes of their transmission. It appears that it is convenient to have an
extendable 7-bit method for representing the data as it stands in a MS. | briefly present here a
possible extendable system, illustrating it with the fragment already used at the beginning of this
paper, accompanied by a fragmentary chart (see Chart 5) of the possible entities. The fragment
runs as follows:

{_ulval{#HviH{Lai{yul{pal{pi{n2a}{-e{ka}{#}
{La}{Lai{ca}{#H{RaHRiHyaHta}{#{pa{ Tu{pUKzhi}ya}
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{-eH{ca{Ta{puKla{ma}{pa}{Ta}ru}{na}....

The entities that appear in this fragment can easily be identified in the following chart, for ease
of reference:®

=={a} | —={A |o=Li} |~=(]} ex{ U} |ee={U}|~={e} ~={ o} a={ ai}
w={#) o={-e} =={-ai}

=={ka} |aw={kaf{#} |a={ki} |&={kl} |=={ku} |&={kU} |o=={-eHka} |o=r={-eH{ka{#} | m={-ai{ka}

~={Ga}

~={ca} |[e= & & - = o o one={-ai{ca}

=s={Ja}

c={Ta} |~ =3 le ® & [T o -

=~={Na} | @={NA} |=* - = 2l o o #eor={Nai}

s={ta} |sm ® g - E14 o5 o s

~={na} |~ Loy & = BT ors orsT oy

={pa} |ur u L “ " ou @ur oy

w={ma} |~ B 4 = s oo oor e

w={ya} |wr wn wr H " ow owr o

~={#} e i o & & or orr ener

w=fla} | over o o s St o @ %

as={va} |[esr = o oy °g @as @aur nas

w={zha} | e P 1 = o o o e

ar={La} |orr ok ovf = & @or eorm s~={Lai}

={Ra} |=={RA} | v - <o @9 o g

o={n2a} | e@={N2A} | e={N2i} | =xr={nN2l} | e=»={N2U} | @1={N2U} | @e=r={-e{n2a} | cew={-e}{n2A} | ssr={n2ai}

Chart 5
Conclusion and openings

The present work is of course only a sketch, and can only take its full relevance in a computer
implementation. The logical implications might be considered in two different directions,
depending on whether one works on an already deciphered work or on a MS which has not yet
been deciphered. In the latter case, the implications of the methodology advocated here would
be to do separately the tasks of ascertaining the AR (Apparent reading) of the text and of
proposing an IR (Intended Reading) for it. In the former case, the implications would be that one
can take a text already available in a digital form (for instance one of the texts which is available
on the file server of "Project Madurai") and remove the extra information which was added by
the editors of the text, in order to make it conformant with today's writing systems. This could

8 The 7-bit notation has not been completely explicited here, because the chart is probably easier to read like this, and the reader can easily fill in
the blanks if needed.
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have two useful benefits: (a) one could use it as a training tool for reading MSS; (b) one could in
some cases be able to propose some new readings, which were not selected by the editor of
the text, and which were masked by the anachronous presentation of the text with today's
writing system. The appendix to this paper contains a sample Akam poem, presented according
to this guideline.
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Appendix 1:
Idealized Facsimile, of a Tamil MS (AN390)
(1st version: TSCIlI compatible)

e aurall{enar iy L len Glamar {enar}a rmil

WwsTUHUYOEs LernuL
5l maywent muSlalum e Gn (5 s fle

st Hlen e M0 & end 5 e e m) Gl meo Gleorm

evenr &l s Floe g er Lrer
aneu & &atel e safler Bupuy{enen 55

L1 ghenp s Glsm {eney Hahu men geu Gl sorm ey £l
QpegiwpuywEpEmyfT

Gl mar af GGl ear Gla Gl mm Lo mieu gl

LoaE T1El (b S enlo & Elsimar mw dler
Glewsimupuerall] ane HehuwiwmGio e

Sl efleom Eeorom & Guiflu sen

ant 1 lew 1 gwr 42 amer Lo 5 g (el et 1 s £

wrrif G G efle m £lu T G Gren

pUD TEn (L my e e @t L e eor enf len m
Flemetlenreuraeu{enar julumrailng
uenromenr Glueng & Glsmdlns 6.5 e Cer g 6la

(2nd version: TSCII " half-compatible”)
& a_yra) Eruguoer & rar & Frofd
WSTUBYLPWOF Y oviou_ ¢3S

SSITOFT Lo BT ITUPOUIT G s Qs OF
E‘mlfmvmm}oa‘ma‘qmmm-m e ToveouT
asmor P es &R G @@ B o T T aT
a5 UV oV as) CeT UYL ST 5

VNG oSS Reowruw@Easwe TSI ws

OTF VG GBI Lo CTT T s FOIT

oFror P orreatereFEROST 2o _Sa gl
LoasaIT @& TP Wono5OSmaTrwE oor
PLowa s uUjorra) ¥ Owwwreee oo

KPwaNovis & eorcomraeuflws oor
oAty OT & T LOT S S O O &
WO e a e a) ovis &l @ e oot

=T OVT €5 —2s a1 VAT QUITas oo @B o9

R ovrovPonrasrovas@rueourodrsrs

voTT Lo T T oumea‘oﬂ‘rrt,grrgmgmmmgoﬁ
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APPENDIX 2: Figures
Figure 1 (in 3 parts)
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& & & - o Q&FT e
123 & LS - @& @& o
=
- - @ @ @ o mr o
=) o =, - [ o -
& &g 3 .75 ol o5 ogT | g
S & = - @rs @y T oconry
. mm| - (M- -]-
[T=) =2} - Qe Qrem e
wn wls by . Qw QI ocnhw
A oS s - o @ o
on af S S oV Qo -
o) s oy - @as @ausr | onas
P ¥ = - op | opT | =y
o - ¢orh QOT QOT T -
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Figure 2
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